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JOINING INCARCERATED MOTHERS WITH THEIR CHILDREN: 
EVALUATION OF THE LANCASTER VISITING COTTAGE PROGRAM 
ABSTRACT 
The Massachusetts Department of Correction opened an innovative program 
in January, 1985, whereby children could visit overnight with their incarcerated 
mothers. The Lancaster Visiting Cottage Program, located at MCI-Lancaster, a 
minimum and pre-release co-correctional facility, offers a private and comfortable 
setting for the extended visits in  the program's fully-equipped three-bedroom 
trailers. The program was implemented with hopes that i t  would serve to reunite 
mothers with their children, help them to maintain or re-establish close ties and 
prepare the mothers for their eventual release. The planning and advising of the 
program were completed through an interagency model - a cooperative effort 
among the Department of Correction, other state agencies and private, non-profit 
organizations. 
This report i s  the result of a process evaluation of the program's first year i n  
operation. The research had three objectives: to provide feedback to the Lancaster 
staff and Advisory Board throughout the first year, to monitor the usage and 
participation of the program during that first year and to present a description of 
how the program operates. 
During 1985, there were 1 1 1 extended visits between 30 inmate mothers and 
51 of their children. Most of the visits occurred on the weekends, usually lasting 
two nights. Although some of the visits involved two or more children, the 
majority of visits involved a single child. Controlling for the length of time spent 
at Lancaster, the female participants averaged an extended program visit every 42 
days. 
Perhaps the most important finding of the evaluation was that the program 
was implemented as planned. Despite the init ial skepticism and resistance to such 
an innovative program, i t  was smoothly implemented through the hard work of the 
program staff and with the support of the Lancaster administration and the 
program's Advisory Board. 
Unfortunately, the level of participation expected by the program planners 
was higher than the actual level of participation achieved in the program's first 
year. This report highlights some of the staff and inmate theories regarding the 
low participation rate, i n  addition to presenting a statistical analysis of frequent, 
infrequent and non-participants. It appears though that no one reason can fully 
explain the level of participation and perhaps, that the expected level of 
participation itself may have been unrealistically high. 
The evaluation also yielded a wealth of information regarding the inmate 
mothers who were program participants. For example, significant differences were 
found in  the backgrounds and needs of long-term vs. short-term inmate mothers. 
This information coupled with the knowledge about the effects of separation and 
the needs of inmate mothers, can be utilized in  future program and policy planning. 
JOINING INCARCERATED MOTHERS WITH THEIR CHILDREN: 
EVALUATION O F  THE LANCASTER VISITING COTTAGE PROGRAM 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
As t h e  number of f ema les  inca rce ra t ed  has  increased  over  t h e  years, s o  has  
t h e  amoun t  of a t t en t ion  focused on t h e  children of i n m a t e  mothers. Nationwide 
s tudies  have  found t h a t  be tween 65% and 73% of a l l  f e m a l e  inmates  a r e  also 
mothers  of minor children. Moreover, three-fourths of t h e s e  i n m a t e  mothers  w e r e  
ca r ing  f o r  the i r  chi ldren just prior  t o  being incarcera ted .  Resea rche r s  s tudying th is  
population have  uncovered a number of issues and  problems t h a t  i n m a t e  mothers  
and the i r  chi ldren mus t  f a c e  upon a mother's incarcerat ion.  These  include t h e  
diff iculty of t h e  separa t ion  i t se l f ,  t h e  need t o  find a sui table  c a r e t a k e r  for  t h e  
children,  t h e  explanation of t h e  mother's absence  a n d  t h e  issue of having children 
visi t  the i r  mothers  in prison. 
T h e  Massachusetts  Depar tmen t  of Correc t ion  (DOC) ope ra t e s  o r  oversees  a 
number of programs and  serv ices  geared  toward  i n m a t e  mothers  and  the i r  children. 
MCI-Framingham, t h e  medium secur i ty  fac i l i ty  in which a l l  state and mos t  county 
f e m a l e  commi tmen t s  begin the i r  incarcera t ion ,  hosts  a n  extens ive  var ie ty  of 
programs. The  Family  Services  Coordinator  oversees  t h e  Children's Visiting A r e a  
and t h e  Pa ren t ing  Cen te r ,  as well as addresses  t h e  various needs  of newly 
inca rce ra t ed  mothers ,  i n m a t e s  who a r e  pregnant  and  famil ies  in general.  Two 
private,  non-profit organizat ions,  Aid to Inca rce ra t ed  Mothers  (A.I.M.) and t h e  
Women's Heal th  and  Learning C e n t e r ,  provide valuable resources  to i n m a t e  
mothers  such as t ranspor ta t ion  of t h e  chil,dren fo r  visits, counseling, hea l th  c a r e ,  
educat ion  and advocacy.  T h e  minimum and pre-release fac i l i t ies  which house 
women, including MCI-Lancaster, Hodder House, Brooke House and  Char lo t t e  
House, all have  extens ive  visiting hours and  provide serv ices  gea red  toward  inma te  
rnothers. 
In January ,  1985, a n  innovative extended visi t ing program fo r  i n m a t e  rnothers 
was opened at ,MCI-Lancaster, a co-correct ional  minimum and pre-release faci l i ty.  
T h e  Lancas t e r  Visiting C o t t a g e  Program a f fo rds  i n m a t e  mothe r s  t h e  opportunity t o  
visit  with the i r  chi ldren overnight  in t h e  privacy and  comfor t ab le  a tmosphe re  of 
t h e  program's trailers.  I t  was hoped t h a t  t h e  program would he lp  inmate '  mo the r s  
t o  reuni te  wi th  the i r  chi ldren,  t o  main ta in  o r  re-establish the i r  relat ionship and  to  
p repa re  mothe r s  f o r  t he i r  even tua l  release. The  program is  s t a f f e d  by a Program 
Coordina tor  who sc reens  t h e  applicants ,  c o n t a c t s  t h e  f ami l i e s  a n d  f ac i l i t a t e s  t h e  
visi ts  a n d  a Family  The rap i s t  who provides suppor t  a n d  counseling t o  t h e  i n m a t e  
m o t h e r s  a n d  the i r  children. 
This  r epor t  i s  t h e  r e su l t  of a process  eva lua t ion  of  t h e  Visiting C o t t a g e  
Program's  (VCP) f i r s t  yea r  of  existence.  T h e  ob jec t ives  of t h e  evaluat ion w e r e  
threefold:  t o  provide feedback t o  Lancas t e r  a n d  t h e  Advisory Board throughout  t h e  
eva lua t ion  period, t o  moni tor  t h e  program's usage  a n d  par t ic ipants  in i t s  f i r s t  year  
and  t o  provide t h e  adminis t ra t ion  wi th  a descript ion of what  t h e  program looks l ike  
in operat ion.  T h e  researcher ,  wi th  t h e  a id  of t h e  Program Coordinator ,  kep t  t r ack  
of t h e  f requency and  o u t c o m e  of visi ts  a n d  conducted  ex tens ive  in terv iews with 
i n m a t e  part icipants ,  Lancas t e r  s t a f f  a n d  t h e  children's care takers .  
Although t h e  s tudy yielded a n  enormous  a m o u n t  of informat ion  a b o u t  t h e  
program a n d  i t s  par t ic ipants ,  s ix  major  findings emerged  which a r e  discussed 
below. Pe rhaps  t h e  mos t  impor t an t  finding w a s  t h a t  t h e  program was  imp lemen ted  
as planned wi thout  a n y  ser ious  problems o r  obstacles.  T h e  remaining f ive  findings 
include: t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  benef i t s  t o  a n  in teragency model, t h a t  t h e r e  was a lower 
than  e x p e c t e d  par t ic ipa t ion  r a t e ,  t h a t  t h e  separa t ion  due  t o  inca rce ra t ion  a f f e c t s  
t h e  chi ldren  and i n m a t e  mothers ,  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  d i f f e rences  be tween  short- term 
a n d  long-term inmate  mothers  and  iinally, t h a t  t h e  prograrn had a n a j o r  e f f e c t  on 
t h e  Lancas  t e r  s t a f f .  
T h a t  a n  extended visiting program was implemented  is evidenced by t h e  I I I 
ex tended visits experienced by 30 i n m a t e  mothe r s  and the i r  51 children. 
Control l ing fo r  t h e  length of t i m e  at Lancas ter ,  t h e  a v e r a g e  program part icipant  
had a t r a i l e r  visit  eve ry  42 days. Almost  all of t h e  Lancas te r  s ta f f  believed t h a t  
t h e  program had been implemented  as planned. T h e  program par t ic ipants  were  
very enthus ias t ic  and  suppor t ive  of t h e  program. During t h e  program's f i r s t  year ,  
no  major  c r i se s  occured  and  t h e r e  w e r e  re la t ive ly  f e w  breeches  of securi ty.  T h e  
o n e  suspected  breech of secur i ty  was  t h e  possibility t h a t  a smal l  number of 
par t ic ipants  en te r t a ined  ma le  i n m a t e  visi tors  during t r a i l e r  visi ts  a t  night. 
Although neve r  subs tant ia ted ,  th is  breech was  believed to have  been short-lived. 
Outs ide  o f  this  problem, no o t h e r  ser ious  inf rac t ions  o r  problems arose,  nor w e r e  
a n y  o f  t h e  ini t ial  f e a r s  of t h e  program founded, such as escape ,  subs tance  abuse, 
neglect ,  child abuse  o r  t h e  disruption of t h e  fac i l i ty  by t h e  part icipantst  children. 
T h e r e  was a concensus among  t h e  Lancas te r  s t a f f  and  t h e  VCP par t ic ipants  
regarding t h e  t h r e e  a r e a s  in which improvements  could b e  m a d e  in t h e  program's 
daily operat ion.  T h e  f i r s t  a r e a  in  which a n  improvement  could be  m a d e  i s  t h e  
loca t ion  of t h e  trailers. Due to problems wi th  ut i l i ty hook-ups, t h e  t ra i le rs  a r e  
loca ted  qui te  a d i s t ance  f rom t h e  woments c o t t a g e  a n d  necess i t a t e  a walk pas t  t h e  
men's c o t t a g e  to r e a c h  t h e  trailers. This has  obvious implicat ions f o r  t h e  
monitoring of t h e  program visits, as well as presenting a n  inconvenience to 
program s t a f f  and  t h e  par t ic ipants  themselves. T h e  second a r e a  of need is a n  
extension of t h e  ac t iv i t i e s  available f o r  children who a r e  o n  a n  extended visit. This 
i s  especial ly ev iden t  f o r  children aged  t e n  o r  older. Suggestions f o r  improvements  
included t h e  use  of volunteers  to c r e a t e  and supervise  ac t iv i t ies ,  supervised group 
trips, t h e  designation of  play a r e a s  and  t h e  purchase  of m o r e  g a m e s  and  toys. T h e  
third a r e a  o f  need, t ranspor ta t ion  of t h e  children t o  t h e  faci l i ty,  is o n e  tha t  s t i l l  
persists,  despi te  mult iple e f f o r t s  t o  address  i t  by t h e  Program Coordinator  and 
members  of t h e  Advisory Board. 
One  o f  t h e  program objec t ives  was t o  implement  a t r u e  interagency model. 
Although s t a f f  f rom t h e  Depar tmen t  of Correc t ion  took t h e  lead,  they were  joined 
by representa t ives  f rom t h e  state Depar tmen t s  of Social Services,  Public Health,  
and Mental  heal th,  t h e  O f f i c e  f o r  Children, A.I.M. a n d  t h e  Women's Hea l th  and 
Learning C e n t e r  in t h e  planning of t h e  program. T h e  inclusion of a l l  of t hese  
par t ic ipants  m a d e  f o r  a rich, a lbe i t  controversial  Planning a n d  Advisory Board. I t  
i s  this  researcher 's  opinion t h a t  a long with t h e  hard work of t h e  program s t a f f  and 
t h e  support  of  t h e  Lancas te r  administrat ion,  t h e  in teragency model was  a major 
f a c t o r  in  t h e  program's successful  and smooth  implementat ion.  Not  only did t h e  
Board ca re fu l ly  plan every  f a c e t  of t h e  program, but  ove r  t i m e  t h e  agencies  on  t h e  
Board cont r ibuted  valuable resources,  services,  suppor t  and  manpower t o  t h e  
program. 
Another finding of this  r e sea rch  was  t h a t  t h e  rate of part icipat ion was  lower 
than  was expec ted  by Lancas te r  s t a f f  and  t h e  Planning Board. During 1985, t h e r e  
was a n  ave rage  of 13.6 eligible par t ic ipants  per  month, y e t  t h e  number of ac tua l  
extended visi ts  only ave raged  9.8 per  month. Although th is  repor t  highlights t h e  
Lancas te r  s taff 's  and  i n m a t e  mothers '  theor ies  on f requency of part icipat ion,  a s  
well as presents  a s t a t i s t i ca l  analysis  of f requent ,  inf requent  a n d  non-participants, 
no  defini t ive reasons w e r e  found f o r  t h e  lower than  expec ted  participation. 
Pe rhaps  t h e  expec ted  r a t e  of  part icipat ion was  unrealistic, as might  have  been t h e  
expecta t ion  t h a t  a l l  el igible i n m a t e  mothers  would be  willing and  ab le  t o  
part icipate.  Given t h e  complexi ty  of t h e  lives of t h e s e  i n m a t e  mothers,  as 
revealed during t h e  program's f i r s t  year ,  i t  i s  no  wonder t h a t  t h e  decision t o  
pa r t i c ipa te  does n o t  begin and  e n d  wi th  a rnere willingness t o  spend t i m e  with one's 
children. Instead,  a myriad o f  f a c t o r s  is involved and t h e  decision t o  par t ic ipa te  
mus t  be  ag reed  upon by the  i n m a t e  mother ,  t h e  children, t h e  ca re t ake r s ,  and a t  
t imes ,  t h e  Depar tmen t  of Social  Services. This is a n  a r e a  where continued 
monitoring and fu r the r  research  would be  warranted.  
T h e  ave rage  VCP applicant  during t h e  program's f i r s t  year  was  not  much 
d i f f e r e n t  t han  t h e  a v e r a g e  1985 f e m a l e  commitment .  She  was mos t  likely white, 
unmarried,  unemployed and  at t h e  a g e  of 27 at t h e  t i m e  of he; incarcerat ion.  T h e  
only major  d i f f e rence  was t h e  t y p e  of o f fense  f o r  which she  was presently 
incarcera ted .  More of t h e  VCP appl icants  had c o m m i t t e d  person offenses  and thus, 
were  serving m o r e  t i m e  than t h e  ave rage  1985 f e m a l e  commitment .  
Prior  t o  the i r  incarcerat ion,  74% of t h e  VCP appl icants  had been car ing  f o r  
a l l  of t he i r  children. Upon incarcera t ion ,  t h e  major i ty  of children (64%) were  being 
ca red  f o r  by relat ives,  mos t  o f t e n  by grandparents. Another  25% were  living in 
f o s t e r  homes. Both t h e  before  and  a f t e r  ca re t ak ing  s i tua t ions  of t h e  children of 
t h e  VCP i n m a t e  mothe r s  proved to be  very  similar  t o  wha t  o t h e r  researchers  have  
found nationwide. 
Despite  t h e  ,possible ex i s t ence  of a number  of  mi t iga t ing  c i rcumstances  and 
problems, t h e  f a c t  is t h a t  incarcera t ion  does  s e p a r a t e  a g r e a t  many children from 
their  mothers. Interviews wi th  t h e  i n m a t e  mothe r s  and ca re t ake r s  unveiled t h e  
va r i e ty  of e f f e c t s  t h a t  th is  separa t ion  had on t h e  children. Some children 
developed physical symptoms such as e a t i n g  and  sleeping disorders, increased 
sickness and  problems with developmenta l  skills. O the r s  exhibited emot ional  
reac t ions  including sadness, depression, ange r  and  frustrat ion.  Severa l  children had 
problems adjust ing to the i r  c a r e t a k e r s  o r  exper ienced problems in school, e i t h e r  
a c t i n g  o u t  themselves  o r  being t h e  vict im of peer  teasing. 
Mothers were  a lso  a f f e c t e d  by t h e  separa t ion  f rom the i r  children at 
incarcerat ion.  Initially, mos t  of t h e  VCP mothe r s  r eac ted  emotionally,  fee l ing  
guilty, depressed, angry and frustrated.  Some women became withdrawn, while 
others  ac ted  out ending up with severe disciplinary records. Some of the VCP 
mothers also had to  worry about the  choice of a caretaker,  the  quality of 
caretaking and the  possibility tha t  they might permanently lose custody of their 
children. Their greates t  worry was t ha t  their  relationship with their children would 
disintegrate. As i t  turns out, this l a t t e r  worry was not  unfounded, especially for 
the mothers serving longer sentences. 
One of t he  major findings of this study was t h e  c lear  delineation between t h e  
long-term and short-term inmate  mothers who applied t o  participate in  t he  Visiting 
Cot tage  Program. There were 24 short-term offenders who had been incarcerated 
f o r  eight months o r  less and I 4  long-term offenders who had been incarcerated for  
twenty months o r  more. The long-termers were more a p t  t o  be serving a lengthy 
sentence for a person offense. The short-termers, on t h e  other hand, were more 
likely to be serving t ime  for  a drug offense o r  one t ha t  was drug-related, such as 
prostitution o r  check forgery. In addition, t he  short-termers were also more a p t  t o  
have a history of serious substance abuse, as well as prior charges for drug 
offenses. 
These differences have cer ta in  implications fo r  both t h e  family lives and t h e  
t rea tment  needs of these  two groups. By virtue of their long sentence, many of t he  
VCP long-termers experienced a disintegration of their families. Children of long- 
termers  were more likely t o  be in t he  custody of DSS, in t h e  ca r e  of fos ter  parents 
and living apar t  from their siblings. They were also more a p t  t o  have lost touch 
with their fathers, their mothers and their  extended families. As one  would 
expect,  long-term inmate  mothers were more ap t  t o  have infrequent o r  no 
extended program visits with their children compared t o  short-termers. The 
acknowledgement of a segment of women who, by virtue of their sentence 
structure,  must be incarcerated in a medium security facility for  a given number of 
years,  raises many policy and program questions. For  example ,  o n e  might  question 
t h e  ut i l i ty o f  having extended visiting programs only in minimum secur i ty  fac i l i t ies  
s ince  long-termers cannot  make  use of them until they have  served several  years  
during which t h e  disintegrat ion of t h e  family would a l ready b e  underway. 
For  t h e  short- termers,  any  disintegrat ion in t h e  family would be more  likely 
a t t r ibu ted  t o  the i r  subs tance  abuse, r a the r  than  the i r  incarcerat ion.  In fact, 
severa l  of t h e  V 6 P  shor t - te rmers  had been sepa ra t ed  f rom a t  l eas t  o n e  of their  
chi ldren prior t o  the i r  incarcerat ion.  I t  would seem then  t h a t  t h e  visiting policy at 
Framingham and t h e  extended visiting programs at Lancas ter ,  Hodder House and 
C h a r l o t t e  House a f fo rd  t h e  shor t - te rmers  a m p l e  opportunity t o  spend t ime  with 
the i r  chi ldren during the i r  s h o r t  incarcerat ion.  However, t h e  nur turance  of t h e  
mother-child relat ionship is f ru i t less  i f  o n c e  released,  t h e  mothe r  re turns  to drug 
and alcohol abuse. Therefore,  addressing t h e  subs tance  abuse needs  of t h e s e  
women m u s t  b e  t h e  number o n e  priority. 
Whether they  a r e  long- o r  short- termers,  for  many of t h e  VCP part icipants ,  i t  
was no t  enough t o  simply put  them toge the r  with the i r  children. Some  have  never 
acquired t h e  necessary parenta l  skills, while o the r s  have los t  touch with t h e  
ma te rna l  role. For  many women, t h e  complexity of the i r  f o r m e r  o r  cu r ren t  family 
lives colors their  a t t i t u d e  and  the i r  understanding of the i r  children's needs. I t  is 
c l ea r  t h a t  t h e  Lancas te r  Visiting C o t t a g e  Program and th is  evaluation have  raised 
more  questions than given answers  regarding t h e  fami ly  l ives and needs  of  i n m a t e  
mothers. 
The  program a l so  had a n  i m p a c t  on  t h e  s t a f f  at Lancaster .  During t h e  
planning s tage ,  many of t h e  s t a f f  w e r e  skept ica l  of t h e  program and fea red  i t s  
e f f e c t  on the i r  dut ies  and t h e  daily inst i tut ional  operations. Some  of t h e  s t a f f  
viewed t h e  program a s  giving privileges t o  those  who did  n o t  dese rve  them. Othe r s  
resented  t h e  overa l l  notion of change. Once  underway, program s t a f f  had t o  deal  
with some init ial  resistance, which over time dissipated. However, a l l  of the staff, 
especially the program staff and those female officers who worked during the time 
when visits occurred, were faced with a new aspect of the residents - inmates as 
mothers. It is this researcher's opinion that both the innovative nature of the 
program and the staff's exposure to some of the familial aspects of the 
participants' lives, necessitate a drawing i n  and an explanation of the program's 
components and goals to the correctional staff. Without the inclusion of these line 
staff, both program staff's and participants' actions may be misinterpreted, 
conclusions may be drawn i n  a void and the program risks being undermined. 
In  summary, much has been learned from both the process of planning and 
implementing the Lancaster Visiting Cottage Program and from this evaluation. 
Not only have we learned about the mechanics of this program and the problems 
and needs of inmate mothers, but clear lessons have been learned about program 
implementation, cooperation with outside agencies, the innate resistance to change 
and the need to periodically reassess program needs and resources. It i s  hoped that 
future planners working on programs for female inmates wil l  draw on the expertise 
and experience of both the Lancaster staff and the individual members of the 
Planning Board. 
